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Background: Two thirds of the global mortality is caused by NCDs. Studies suggest 
that transition to university life poses a high risk for adoption of unhealthy routines. 
This study aimed at strengthening the evidence on health related lifestyles (physical 
activity, nutrition, smoking, drugs and alcohol use) and mental health among UK UG 
students.  
Methods: Mixed methods study comprising a cross-sectional online survey, two 
focus groups, and three in-depth interviews. The surveyed population was UG 
students of Middlesex University London. A proportionate to School’s size stratified 
random sampling strategy was used (n=359). Two focus groups were conducted to 
investigate students’ perceptions and three in-depth interviews with university 
stakeholders.  
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Results: 60% of respondents were insufficiently physically active, 47% had an 
unbalanced diet and 30% low mental wellbeing. Statistically significant risk factors 
for suboptimal physical activity: Been a woman (OR =2.3; 95%CI =1.4–3.9), not use 
of university gym (OR =2.8; 95%CI =1.2–6.2), and smoking (OR =2.1; 95%CI =1.0–
4.3). For unbalanced diet: low mental wellbeing (OR =1.7; 95%CI =1.1– 2.7), drug 
use (OR =0.4; 95%CI =0.1–0.9) and school of study (Science & Technology: OR 
=3.5; 95%CI =1.5–8.2. Business: OR =2.8; 95%CI =1.1–6.9).  For mental wellbeing: 
unbalanced diet (OR =1.7; 95%CI =1.0–2.7), not feeling like shopping for/and 
cooking (OR =2.3; 95%CI =1.1–4.8), and a lack of help-seeking behaviour in case of 
distress (OR =3.7; 95%CI =2.0–6.9). Qualitative analysis revealed seven thematic 
categories: transition to new life, university environment and systems, finances, 
academic pressure and health promotion in campus and recommendations. 
Conclusions: The prevalence of unhealthy behaviours among university students is 
high, and unlikely to change over time. Determinants for these behaviours are varied 
and can be interrelated. Universities need to include the protection and promotion of 
health in their core values. 
 
Main message:  
University students’ health related lifestyles are likely to compromise their future 
health. Universities should incorporate the promotion of students’ health in their core 
values and strategies. 
